
WHY CHILDREN RUN AWAY
Nomadism a Racial Trait, Inherited in Connection with Sex—Evidence from the

Lower Animals and from Children—A Study of the
Inheritance of Temperament

Review of a book by CHARLES B. DAVENPORT

Director, Department of Experimental Evolution (Carnegie Institution of Washington),
Cold Spring Harbor, Long Island, N. Y.

WHEN a child runs away, the
mother usually ascribes its
truancy to mere "naughti-
ness, " or bad companions,

or maybe original sin.
But the child's motive, according to

Dr. Charles B. Davenport,1 is the same
as that which makes its parents visit
Europe, or its Uncle John start off on a
fishing trip. The causes ascribed for
these various actions are usually quite
different from the real cause, which is
the primitive racial instinct to wander—
an instinct so deep-seated that it is
found in lower animals as well as in man.

We all have it, presumably; but some
of us have it so hedged around by
conventionalities, and the habits of
civilized society, that we never really
feel the call of the wild, or the blind
impulse to start off somewhere—no
matter where. Others are so impelled
by this instinct that only lock and key
can keep them in one place.

"It is a familiar observation," Dr.
Davenport begins, "that persons differ
greatly in their capacity for remaining
quiet and satisfied for a long period in
one place. One occasionally meets a
woman who, though living within 30
miles of a metropolis, has, in the 80
years of her life, been there only once.
At the other extreme are the tramps
and gypsies who travel constantly or
with only slight intermissions, and
many of whom have repeatedly visited
all quarters of the globe." On the
other hand, there are those who do not
travel constantly but who, leading a

settled life, occasionally are impelled to
jump over the traces, to run away,
sometimes in a trance or dazed condition.

In short, the impulse to break camp
and '' hit the trail" is a very widespread
one. Dr. Davenport describes all its
forms by one name—nomadism, and
drives the point home by quoting James
Russell Lowell: "The American is
nomadic in religion, in ideas, in morals,
and leaves his faith and opinions with
as much indifference as the house in
which he lives."

Most of us Americans will probably
be disposed to plead guilty to nomadism,
of the literal kind, at least. Our ances-
tors must have had a certain amount of
it, or we would not be here. Americans
probably represent a selection of the
more nomadic individuals of Europe,
and it is no shock to learn that we are
all at heart nomadic. A tendency to
wander is indeed characteristic of pri-
mitive man and most animals. It is
one of the traits, Dr. Davenport says,
which sharply sets us off from most
plants—although the botanist might
tell a different story.

But look at our poor relations, the
anthropoid apes—they seldom sleep
twice in the same place. Or take the
birds—the migratory habits of some
species are notable. Others, on the
contrary, are permanent residents of a
place, seldom traveling more than a
few miles, particularly if they are
ground birds oh a small island.

This difference in the migratory
habits of birds suggests to Dr. Daven-

1 The Feebly Inhibited: Nomadism, or the wandering impulse, with special reference to
heredity; Inheritance of temperament. Pp. 158, price $1.50. Washington, D. C. Published
by the Carnegie Institution, 1915.

169



170 The Journal of Heredity

port that nomadism is not a matter of
social influences or of reading travel
advertisements. "Whether a species
tends to travel far or tends to stay near
its home depends upon its constitu-
tional factors—its instincts. The dif-
ferences between men in respect to
these points are as truly specific as the
differences between swallows and grouse,
and are as truly due to differences in
inherited instincts."

But, it will be objected, the strength
of the wandering instinct in a man
varies. Once I wanted to join the
Navy in order to "see the world;" then
I stayed twenty years on the same job,
quite contented. This alleged instinct of
nomadism therefore cannot be really
a constitutional trait, or it would not
be subject to such fluctuations.

On the contrary, Dr. Davenport
answers, we find that even the birds do
not migrate all the time—only twice a
year. We would expect the instinct to
show itself only periodically. And we
have other good evidence that there
really is an inherited trait of nomadism.

We have already mentioned that the
great apes have this instinct; and the
basal instincts of these animals are the
same as those of man. Then consider
the primitive peoples and their migra-
tory habits. If we look around the
world we are driven to conclude that a
wandering tendency—an absence of
fixed abode—is widespread over the
globe. "Indeed, it might be said that
fixity of abode is a relatively recent
acquisition, as yet only found in cer-
tain peoples in which the sedentary
habit is highly developed; and that,
consequently, it is not to be wondered
at if even in a non-nomadic people like
most of the Chinese, the French, or the
Swiss, the racial trait of nomadism
should persist in certain families, or
after having been eliminated, have
crept in again."

The extraordinarily common tendency
to run away which children show, as
every mother knows to her sorrow, is
another bit of evidence proving that
nomadism is really an inborn trait.
The early life of the child, it is assumed,
repeats the early life of the race; there-

fore it is no surprise to us that children,
"true to their function of revealing the
past, sometimes almost as soon as they
have acquired the upright habit of
locomotion, as if intoxicated by 'out-
of-doors,' start off and, by some inner
impulse, go oh and on with no idea of
where or why, tempted by an open gate
or by the instinct to follow a man or a
vehicle, or as a just-hatched chick fol-
lows any moving thing."1

ADOLESCENT RUNAWAYS

There is one more place where we
must look for evidence. At the ado-
lescent period the instincts are more
highly developed than at any other
time of life. If there is any wide-
spread instinct of nomadism, it ought to
show itself then. So it does. Kline,
who collected 501 cases of runaways,
found the greatest number of them
occurred at the age of 15 years, and
plenty more at 13 or 14.

From such evidence, Dr. Davenport
feels justified in concluding that nomad-
ism is a racial trait, a matter of heredity.
In modern America, which has lured to
itself the restless and those in whom love
of ancestral home is weak, we naturally
expect to find many families showing
the r omadic trait; and he has collected
the histories of 100 of these families,
embracing 616 individuals, on which he
bases the present study.

A glance over the array of cases shows
immediately that most of the nomads
are males. That is exactly what the
reader would expect, no doubt. Not
only is it easier for a man than a woman
to ride the brake-beams, not only is it
easier for a man than a woman to roam
through a life of vagrancy and avoid
arrest, not only is man's courage of the
kind which faces more readily the dan-
gers and inconveniences of such a life;
but, one would say, the nature of the
male sex is such, and the nature of the
female sex is such, that we would expect
a life of nomadism to be more congenial
to a man than a woman. Man is the
active, restless, energetic, aggressive
animal; woman is the contrary. We
express the same idea in very superior
language, nowadays, Jby saying that

5 Quoted by Davenport from G. Stanley Hall, Adolescence, Vol. II, p. 376; New York, 1904.
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woman is relatively more anabolic and
man katabolic. Whatever words one
uses, the facts are indisputable; his-
torically woman's place is in the home
(we use the words without any political
implication) and man's role is that of
the hunter and fighter.

Under such conditions it is no sur-
prise to us to find that there are more
male than female nomads in Dr. Daven-
port's tables. If nomadism is really
an instinct, we are quite prepared to
find it associated with sex—a sex-
limited trait. Nomadism might be
considered as much a sex-limited trait
as is a mustache.

But Dr. Davenport does not adopt
this obvious explanation, apparently3

because there are a good many women
nomads. Disregarding the fact that
even women have some hair on the face,
and some women have a great deal, he
thinks that nomadism cannot be a sex-
limited trait, since we find so many
women displaying it.

Now there are, it will be recalled,
two ways in which an inherited char-
acter can be associated with sex.
First, it may be sex-limited; that is, it
may be due to the secretions of the male
sex-glands. Second, it may be sex-
linked, that means according to current
theories, that the factor for this trait
"just happened" to get in the same
chromosome with the factor which
determines sex. So sex and a sex-
linked character have to go together,
but they are not due to the same cause,
nor is one the cause of the other; their
association is merely a coincidence.

Evidently, nomadism is associated in
some way with sex. As Dr. Davenport
has ruled out the first and most obvious
explanation—that it is sex-limited, he
has only one other possibility4 to ex-

plain the greater number of affected
males. It must be a sex-linked trait,
like color-blindness.

TEST OP THE HYPOTHESIS

Fortunately, it is easy to test the
correctness of this hypothesis. With-
out going at length into the theory of
sex-linkage, we may say that it demands
at least one simple result in the present
case: if Davenport's explanation is
right, then matings where the father is
nomadic and the mother neither no-
madic nor of a nomadic family, must
result in no nomadic offspring whatever.
The boys cannot be nomads because
they cannot inherit a sex-linked trait
from their father, but only from their
mother. As neither the mother, nor
her family, in this case had it, she cannot
transmit it to them. The girls cannot
be nomadic in either case. In families
where the father is a nomad and the
mother stays at home supporting the
children by taking in washing, or some-
thing of the sort, the children must all
have a perfectly domestic disposition,
according to Davenport's hypothesis;
they will not run the streets at nights, or
steal rides on freight cars, or go to sea,
or take to the road, or do anything else
that nomads do and well-ordered chil-
dren do not.

We turn to Davenport's table 5,
which lists the matings of this critical
kind. It lists thirty-two boys and
eighteen girls. Instead of no nomad
boys and no nomad girls, of this num-
ber, we find sixteen nomad boys and
five nomad girls.

The hypothesis does not hold good,
and although Dr. Davenport makes an
attempt to explain the discrepancy in
several legitimate ways, the difference
seems to the reviewer to be too big to

• Against the hypothesis that nomadism is essentially a male characteristic is, he says, "the
fact that nomadism is by no means confined to the male sex; in certain matings, daughters as
well as sons are nomadic. The distribution of the nomadic trait among the offspring it, then, a
function of a particular type of mating." The critical mating to test this hypothesis would be
that in which both parents are nomadic. All the children from such a mating, girls and boys
alike, should be nomadic. But Davenport's table of matings of this type contains only four
families. No sound conclusion can be drawn from such a small number; but even there, it is
worth noting that he gets one non-nomadic child, where his hypothesis requires that there should
be none whatever.

4 That is, only one other possibility in heredity. Of course, it may be said that the difference
is one of training, girls being kept at home with mother while boys are turned out to roam the
streets with "the gang." Probably this is a real factor in bringing about a larger number of
nomadic men than women, but Dr. Davenport does not discuss it.
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be overlooked, particularly as similar
difficulties are found in the tables of
some of the other types of matings.

That nomadism is hereditary, Dr.
Davenport's study goes far to prove.
That it is hereditary as a sex-linked
character, the study does not prove.
Moreover, many of the facts cited by
Dr. Davenport—for example, that the
nomadic instinct fails late in life, just
as the sexual instinct does—indicate
that it is really a sex-limited rather than
a sex-linked character; that its associa-
tion with sex is not wholly a matter of
accident, as he assumes that it is.

If there is anyone who has not an-
swered to his own satisfaction the
question Why Girls Leave Home, we
can at least give him a clue. It is
because they inherit some of the
qualities properly belonging to then-
more unstable, restless and nomadic
brothers.

INHERITANCE OF TEMPERAMENT

Following his study, of ncmadism,
Dr. Davenport undertakes an analysis
of the distribution in families of tem-
perament or its expression in mood.
This is a problem of great fundamental
importance, and it is a pleasure to note
that eugenists are showing a tendency
nowadays to attack such problems,
instead of concentrating all their atten-
tion on degenerate conditions or trivial
traits of no concern to the race.

We all recognize a certain average of
normal temperament, says the writer,
and we also recognize that this may
change to an increased activity and
elated emotional tone, on the one hand,
or to a decreased activity and lower
emotional tone on the other. He em-
braces all moods in these two divisions:
the " hyperkinetic state " is that marked
by one or all of the following elements:
destructiveness, exaltation, homicidal
acts and threats, irritability, psycho-
motor excitement, and violence. The
"hypokinetic state" is on the whole
the opposite of this, marked by anx-
iousness, worry, fear, slow movement,
and so on. Finally, there is often an
alternation of these two states.

The existence of these two contrasted
moods, and the fact that an individual

often passes from the one to the other,
will be recognized by every one. But
an examination of family histories shows
that in some families there is a prevail-
ing tendency for the one condition, in
other families for the other. Dr. Dav-
enport undertakes the task of bringing
under one general scheme the inheri-
tance of these various types of mood,
and evolves the following hypothesis:

There is in the germplasm a factor, E,
which induces the more or less periodic
occurrence of an excited condition (or an
exceptionally strong reactibility to exciting
presentations) and its absence, e, which
results in an absence of extreme excitabi-
lity. There are also the factor, C, which
makes for normal cheerfulness of mood,
and its absence, c, which permits a more
or less periodic depression. Moreover,
these factors behave as though in different
chromosomes, so that they are inherited
independently of each other and may
occur in any combination.

This hypothesis is tested on eighty-
nine families, embracing 629 progeny,
many discrepancies are ascribed to
"imperfect dominance," and in con-
clusion Dr. Davenport says "it is
morally certain" that the hypothesis is
correct.

Even though the confession of a
doubt be tantamount to a confession
of immorality, the reviewer cannot
accept the conclusion with as much
confidence as Dr. Davenport does. It
seems to him that the whole analysis of
moods is open to attack from the
psychologists, and that the formula

'used to explain the heredity would
explain almost anything. In other
words, the reviewer cannot help feeling
that Dr. Davenport has made the case
much simpler than it really is.

He presents data on the inheritance
of temperament in twins and the inher-
itance of the suicidal impulse. Even
though it may eventually be found
that his analysis of the inheritance of
mood is not exhaustive, he must be
given credit for having attacked an
interesting, complicated, and important
problem, and for having shown that in
our daily behavior, where the power of
heredity would perhaps be little sus-
pected, our reactions are largely due
to the hereditary nature of our tem-
peraments.


